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Use of Japanese “un” and its Relation to Visual Information: 

An Analysis of Camera-off and Camera-on Conversations Using Zoom* 

 

Chihiro KUSABA and Tsubasa MINAGAWA 

 

1. Introduction 

Many Japanese individuals naturally use un (yes) during conversations. However, the word un 

has various meanings and functions and does not always indicate agreement and serves as the 

opposite of iie (no). It can convey disapproval, conclude one’s speech, or serve as a form of 

back-channeling to indicate that the listener is attentive. In face-to-face conversations, un is 

often accompanied by and occasionally replaced by nodding. 

 Nodding cannot be verified in non-visual communication such as phone calls or online 

communication platforms. Therefore, the frequency and behavioral properties of the use of un 

will vary between non-visual voice-dependent conversations and face-to-face conversations 

because nodding cannot be monitored in the former. This study analyzes the use of un on non-

visual voice-dependent online communication platforms to test this hypothesis. 

 

2. Previous Studies 

2.1 The Meaning and Function of un 

Several studies have been conducted on the Japanese word “un” in Japanese linguistics and 

discourse analysis. Sadanobu (2002) and Sudo (2007) systematize the definitions and functions 

of un, which are reviewed in this section. 

 

2.1.1 Sadanobu (2002) 

Sadanobu (2002) identified three types of un: (1) non-verbal, (2) monologue-spoken,1  and 

(3) dialogue-specific, which can be further divided as follows: (1) moaning/groaning, straining, 

and clearing throats; (2) decision-making and situational acceptance; and (3) nudging,2 filler, 

 
* We would like to express our gratitude to Professor Ryoko Suzuki (Keio University), Professor Ippei 

Inoue (Keio University), and Haruka Nishiyama (Keio University) for their invaluable feedback.  

1 Monologue-spoken refers specifically to “talking to oneself” (Sadanobu et al., 2013) 

2 Sadanobu’s (2002) definition of “nudging” differs from “back-channeling.” Nudging encourages a 

response from another, for example, holding out a hand to get something from someone along with saying 

un. 
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and linguistic information acceptance. Un corresponds to situational acceptance in (2) 

monologue-spoken un and linguistic information acceptance in (3) dialogue-specific un. 

 According to Sadanobu (2002), situational acceptance is a response uttered when accepting 

a specific situation. Two distinct types of responses were observed in the conversational data 

analyzed in this study, which Sadanobu refers to as “dissatisfaction un” and “hesitation un.” 

Dissatisfaction un expresses displeasure with the information that the speaker of un is 

attempting to embrace. The tone of the utterance begins low and progressively increases in 

volume, and the mouth may be open or closed. Hesitation un expresses an inability to respond 

promptly to a given situation. The tone is typically long, flat, and not very high. 

 In terms of linguistic information acceptance, he also states the following. Un in linguistic 

information acceptance is used when seeking to accept some kind of linguistic information and 

is associated with the un of situational acceptance, but is used exclusively in dialogue. The 

level of acceptance is not uniform and can be broken down into three levels: agreement level 

(agreeing with what the other person is saying), content level (understanding the content of 

what the other person is saying), and speech act level (understanding what the other person is 

encouraging) (100). 

 This study validated two linguistic information acceptance types proposed by Sadanobu 

(2002): “affirmative response” for agreeing with the speaker’s question (“agreement” 

hereinafter), and “back-channeling” for demonstrating understanding without affirming nor 

denying (“continuer” hereinafter). 

 

2.1.2 Sudo (2007) 

Sudo (2007) classified the meaning and function of un based on its phonetic features, using 

examples from drama scripts, but did not include discourse structure as a classification criterion. 

He categorized the meaning and function of un together with other interjections with similar 

meanings, functions, and phonetic features (Table 1). 

Table 1: Meaning and Function of “un” and Similar Interjections (Sudo, 2007, p. 99) 

Meaning and Function of un Similar Interjections 
A. Result display system for processing input 

information 
A-1 Positive result display for input information 

1) Positive response to a response-request 
 utterance 
2) Acceptance of an action-request utterance 
3) Acceptance 

 
A-2 Result display for incomprehensible input 

 information 

 
 
 
hai (yes), ee (yes) 
 
hai (yes), ee (yes) 
hai (yes), ee (yes), aa (oh),  
oo (oh) 
e (eh), e-? (huh), hai? (Yes?) 
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A-3 Negative result display for input information 
A-4 Result display for unknown information 
A-5 Neutral result display for input information 

iie (no), ie (no), iya (nope) 
he- (heh), ho- (oh) 
a (ah) 

B. Output processor 
hesitation, stuttering 

eeto (well), e- (well), ano- (um) 

C. Non-processor  
decision, urging 

saa (come on), hora (see) 

 

 In this study’s data analysis, A-1-1 “positive response to a response-request utterance” 

(hereinafter “agreement”), A-1-3 “acceptance” (“agreement,” “confirmation,” “continuer,” and 

“dissatisfaction”), and B “output processor,” were identified. 

 According to Sudo (2007), A-1-1 indicates un as a positive response to true-false or tag 

questions. This corresponds to un the agreement mentioned by earlier and proposed by 

Sadanobu (2002). Regarding A-1-3, Table 2 summarizes the four types, their explanations, and 

the corresponding terms used in this paper. 

Table 2: Different Forms of Acceptance by Sudo (2007) 

Acceptance Explanation Term Used 

Type 1 
To express agreement or acceptance of a statement or 
situation in a positive, non-controversial manner. 

Agreement 

Type 2 
To affirm one’s own statement, occurring either during or 
immediately after the utterance. 

Confirmation 

Type 3 
According to Horiguchi (1997), this un in back-channeling 
is a signal of active listening. 

Continuer 

Type 4 

To express partial acceptance of another person’s idea, but 
with a sense of dissatisfaction. In certain situations, this un 
could serve as the start of a counterargument, such as “un 
(yes), but....” The pitch curve is typically nearly flat. 

Dissatisfaction 

 

 Regarding B, output processors, they suggest that the speaker is dealing with speech 

production difficulties. Hesitation un is employed when the speaker is deciding, while 

stuttering un is used when the speaker has already determined what to say but suffers from a 

speech delay, such as choosing an appropriate expression or determining how to pronounce a 

specific phrase. 

 

2.2 Continuer 

2.2.1 Schegloff (1982) 

The concept of “continuer” was initially introduced by Schegloff in 1982, and the term of back-

channeling presented in Section 2.1 refers to Schegloff’s work. Listeners use a continuer to 

encourage speakers to continue their speech by inserting it between the speaker’s talk. In 

English, “uh huh” is commonly used by overlapping the speaker’s words or during a brief pause 

in their speech. Schegloff (1982) summarizes the explanation of continuers: 
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Perhaps the most common usage of ‘uh huh’…is to exhibit on the part of its 

producer an understanding that an extended unit of talk is underway by another, and 

that it is not yet, or may not yet be (even ought not yet be) complete. It “takes the 

stance that the speaker of that extended unit should continue talking, and in that 

continued talking should continue that extended unit…When so used, utterances 

such as ‘uh huh’ may properly be termed ‘continuers.’” (p. 81) 

2.2.2 Keizokushi (continuer) in Japanese 

Schegloff’s “continuer,” as discussed in Section 2.2.1, is commonly known as “keizokushi” in 

Japanese literature. Sambe (2017) characterizes keizokushi as a sign of understanding that the 

speaker’s utterance is incomplete and as withholding the client’s turn in speaking and 

encourages the client (speaker) to formulate an answer. Similarly, the use of a continuer implies 

no issues in comprehending the speaker’s statement. To (2014) also used keizokushi to refer to 

continuers in Japanese. He clarifies that the use of continuers asserts that there are no issues 

with listening and understanding and promotes the continuation of speech. Furthermore, he 

exemplified the use of un as a continuer. Some un from the conversation data in this study were 

used as continuers, similar to the English “uh-huh.” 

 

2.3 Agreement Responses Initiated by Overlapping 

Endo et al. (2018) examined agreeing responses initiated by overlapping preceding utterances 

using conversation analysis techniques. They used face-to-face conversations in Finnish, 

Japanese, and Chinese, and identified two structural patterns shared by overlapping initiated 

responses in these languages. The first pattern combines an agreeing particle with a 

demonstration of understanding, whereas the second consists of repetition accompanied by 

epistemic modification. The following are two specific examples. 

 

(1) Boys in the same department 

L: anmari sesshita koto ga nai kara [wakan’ nai ne- 

 Because (I) have seldom interacted with (them), (I) have no idea. 

K:                    [soo soo soo, fukaku sesshite  

 nai kara wakaranai. 

Yeah, because (I) don’t interact with (them) deeply, (I) have no idea. 
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 Here, K indicates his demonstration of understanding in response to L’s statement by 

continuing the utterance “fukaku sesshite nai kara wakaranai” to the agreeing particle “soo soo 

soo.” 

 

(2) The same dress 

B: jibun ga iku toki wa isshode ikka tte o[mou keredo 

When I go (to a party), I feel it would be okay (to wear the same dress to two different 

parties), but 

D:                                               [omou 

(I) feel (so too), 

B: [=ne: yappa kooyuufuuni mitara 

 When (I) see like this, 

D: [omou kedo yappa koo hito ga miruto [nee. 

 But, when someone else sees like this, 

B:                                            [soo dane. 

            That’s right 

 

 To B’s statement, “ikka tte omou keredo ne yappa kooyuufuuni miatara,” D expressed 

agreement: “omou kedo yappa koo hito ga miruto nee.” D repeated the statement while 

modifying the end of the phrase to demonstrate understanding. Some un mentioned in this 

study overlapped with previous utterances, and these two structural features were occasionally 

observed. 

 

2.4 Non-Visual Voice-Dependent Conversations 

2.4.1 Aizuchi in Telephone Conversations 

Miyazaki (2002) noted that telephone conversations lack physical gestures and explored how 

verbal utterances are adapted to compensate for the absence of gestures, particularly in relation 

to “aizuchi.”3 Aizuchi is referred to as a back-channel in English, but what constitutes a back-

channel varies among researchers.  

 
3 Maynard (1989, 1993) categorized the six functions of aizuchi in Japanese: 1. Continuer, 2. Display 

of the understanding of the content, 3. Support toward the turn-holding speaker’s judgment, 4. Agreement, 

5. Strong emotional responses, and 6. Minor additions, corrections, and requests for information. 
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 Miyazaki (2002) prepared 15-min natural conversations and then classified aizuchi 

utterances into 10 categories according to form, such as un, aa, sou. Furthermore, she measured 

the frequency of their occurrence in a face-to-face conversation and over the telephone. The 

frequency of aizuchi in seven forms were higher in telephonic conversations than in face-to-

face conversations. Miyazaki (2002) interpreted this as a sign that telephone users try to 

compensate verbally for the lack of visual information. 

 Miyazaki’s experiment and the current study both highlight the impact of electronic devices 

on language use in communication. However, this study differs from in three ways. Miyazaki 

examined face-to-face and telephone conversations, whereas this research compares 

conversations on Zoom. Although visual information is absent from telephone conversations, 

Zoom allows users to control whether their cameras are on or off. Second, this study focuses 

on multiple speakers in a conversation, whereas Miyazaki studied speaker dyads. Third, 

Miyazaki considered all back-channeling phrases, whereas this research concentrates on un.  

 

2.4.2 Conversations Using Online Tools According to Tanaka (2022) 

Tanaka (2022) distinguished face-to-face conversations and online communication in terms of 

cognitive psychology. The primary sensory modalities utilized in face-to-face communication 

are visual and auditory. Online communication tools can transmit visual and auditory 

information; however, their effectiveness is a separate issue. Communication is not a one-way 

process. Hence, awareness of the information conveyed to recipients is crucial. Face to face, 

the listener’s level of acceptance is shown through eye contact, head nods, or head tilts 

indicating confusion. As online communication lacks this information, determining whether 

another person is present, attentive, or focused on the screen is often challenging. 

 However, an excessive amount of information can be transmitted through online 

communication compared to face-to-face conversations. In the Zoom “gallery view,” multiple 

faces are visible, which is not typical in face-to-face conversations and may cause unusual 

cognitive stress. In contrast, when “speaker view” is utilized, only the individual speaking 

appears. In face-to-face conversations, individuals can perceive the facial expressions of those 

around them. If someone’s expression changes abruptly, they can notice it and adjust their 

conversation accordingly, which is not possible in “speaker view.”  

 The following chapters next discuss the relationship of visual information and un in 

conversation, which has not been discussed in these previous studies. 
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3. Methods 

This study examined the hypothesis that the frequency and behavioral characteristics of using 

un vary between non-visual voice-dependent and face-to-face conversations because of the 

absence of nodding gestures. Hypothesis 1 (H1) is that more continuers and agreement are 

expected, while Hypothesis 2 (H2) is that dissatisfaction is expected less often, because the 

speaker cannot see the interlocutor’s facial expressions. Hypothesis 3 (H3) is that individuals 

might employ output processors more frequently in non-visual voice-dependent discussions to 

maintain speaking opportunities. In the current database, most voice-dependent 

communication consists of telephone conversations involving two individuals, unlike 

conversations with multiple participants in Zoom. 

 

3.1 Conversation Design 

The data collection was conducted using Zoom instead of by telephone.4 The speakers were 

two mixed-gender groups of three individuals each, aged 22–24 years, who were acquainted 

with each other before the conversation. Participants’ details are presented in Table3; the ages 

are as of the recording date (January 2023).5 

Table 3: Conversation Design 

Participant Group Gender Age 
1. K 1 Male 22 
2. S 1 Male 22 
3. M 1 Female 22 
4. Y 2 Male 24 
5. H 2 Female 22 
6. T 2 Female 22 

 

 The conversation was structured around a specific topic to ensure consistency between 

groups. Polar questions were omitted as discussion topics; instead, more challenging questions 

to elicit diverse opinions and encourage participants to express their ideas were selected. The 

discussion topic involved the use of thought experiments to explore ethical dilemmas: 1) the 

Trolley Problem and 2) the Plank of Carneades.6 

 Participants were not informed of the actual subject of analysis but were given ostensible 

explanations, as follows: “As graduate students studying linguistics, we would like to record 

 
4 The “speaker phone” function allows multiple people to join a phone conversation. However, some 

can only hear voices while others can have face-to-face conversations, unlike online communication tools. 

5 Participants were asked to complete a consent form before data was taken. Personal topics that could 

identify individuals were omitted by the author. 

6 Please refer to the appendix for topic explanations. 
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your conversation during the discussion.” The discussion topics were presented through 

PowerPoint slides, and the participants were instructed to discuss each topic for approximately 

10 minutes. Regarding Topic 1, the Trolley Problem, conversations were recorded with the 

camera off. For Topic 2, the Plank of Carneades, conversations were recorded with the camera 

on. 

 

3.2 Data 

The conversations analyzed lasted approximately 4–5 min, excluding any parts that deviated 

from the discussion themes mentioned in Section 3.1. 

Table 4: Analyzed Data 

Data Group Topic Situation Transcription Length 
A 1 Trolley Problem Camera off 5min 22s 
B 1 Plank of Carneades Camera on 5min 06s 
C 2 Trolley Problem Camera off 4min 12s 
D 2 Plank of Carneades Camera on 5min 04s 

 

3.3 Data Analysis 

Conversational data were initially transcribed and analyzed quantitatively using MAXQDA 

and Microsoft Excel. MAXQDA can code and calculate the number of specified expressions; 

thus, it was used to compute the total occurrence of un and visualize the classification. Excel 

was used to perform additional calculations and create graphs. 

 

3.4 Classification of un in This Paper 

Un was classified based on its function: continuer, agreement, continuer and agreement, 

dissatisfaction, confirmation, and output processors. There were a total of 115 un found in the 

data.7 Table 5 lists the criteria employed, which were based on Schegloff (1982), Sadanobu 

(2002), Sudo (2007), To (2014), Sambe (2017), and Endo et al. (2018), for the concepts of 

“continuer” and “continuer and agreement.” “Agreement” was based on Sadanobu (2002), 

Sudo (2007), and Endo et al. (2018), and “dissatisfaction” on Sadanobu (2002) and Sudo (2007). 

Sudo (2007) was also referenced for “confirmation” and “output processor.” We included 

additional criteria for analysis besides those from previous studies. 8  Section 5 provides 

specific examples. 

 

 
7 Items that did not fall under the six classifications or were spoken in unclear voices were excluded. 

8 We would like to express our appreciation to Professor Ryoko Suzuki (Keio University) and Haruka 

Nishiyama (Keio University Graduate School), who assisted us with the classification in this study. 
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Table 5: Classification and Criteria 

Terms Used Criteria 

Continuer 
(CT) 

 A listener’s “signal indicating that one is listening.” 
 The speaker remains the same before and after un is spoken; thus,  

the person saying un does not interrupt the other speaker. 
 The insertion occurs immediately after or overlaps with the previous 

statement. 
 The previous statement is still within the speech context or 

grammatically incomplete. 

Agreement (A) 

 Used as a positive response to a true-false question or tag-questions 
(adjacency pairs: question-answer format). 

 Commonly used to express agreement or acceptance without  
any disagreement or controversy. 

 The tone can be loud and strong at times. 
 Speech may be put forward, and early overlaps may happen. 
 
When there is an overlap, it may appear as illustrated below. 
 Particles of agreement are used immediately after a statement 
Ex. “Un. Sou. (Yes. Exactly.)”  
 Particles of agreement + Demonstration of understanding. 
Ex. “Un, sousou. Dakara…(Yes, exactly. So…)” 
 Repetition with epistemic modification. 

Continuer and 
Agreement 
(CA) 

Those possessing qualities of both the “continuer” and “agreement” criteria 
mentioned above. 

Confirmation 
(CF) 

 Used as a follow-up to one’s own speech, either during or  
immediately after their own statement. 

 Used to make their own statements more concise. 

Dissatisfaction 
(D) 

 Used to express partial acceptance of another person’s idea while  
also conveying a sense of dissatisfaction. 

 In some cases, this un may be used to start a rebuttal, such as “un, 
but...” (the rebuttal may occur either immediately or after a pause). 

 The pitch curve is frequently nearly level. 

Output 
Processor (O) 

 Hesitation, stutter. 
 Indicates that the speaker is having trouble in the process of producing 

speech. 
 The length of un is longer than other types, and its pitch curve is 

typically nearly flat. 
 

4. Results 

4.1 Un per Participant 

The method described in Section 3 was used to calculate the total number of un used during 

camera-off and camera-on periods. The continuous occurrence of un (e.g., ununun) was treated 

as a single functional unit and counted as one un. Furthermore, both combinations of two 

sounds, u and n, as well as single sounds like nn, u-, and n-, were categorized as forms of un. 

In Group 1, un was used 35 times with the camera off and 50 times with the camera on. In 

Group 2, un was used 18 times when the camera was off and 20 times when it was on. The total 

count of un was higher for camera-on than for camera-off periods in both groups. 

 The usage of un was calculated for each participant (Fig. 1). The usage of un by K and M 
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increased in Group 1, whereas the usage of Y and T increased in Group 2 when the camera was 

turned on. However, there was a decrease in the number of un in one individual from each 

group: S in Group 1 and H in Group 2. 

Figure 1: Total number of un per participant 

 

 The next step involved classifying the usage of un based on the criteria mentioned earlier. 

The six classification items were continuer, agreement, continuer and agreement, confirmation,  

dissatisfaction, and output processor. The un that did not fit into these six categories or were 

spoken unclearly were excluded. Table 6 presents the results for the frequency of different un 

uses per participant. 

Table 6: Frequency of the six types of un per participant in camera-off and camera-on periods 

 Participant Continuer Agreement 
Continuer 

and 
Agreement 

Confirmation Dissatisfaction 
Output 

Processor 

1 

Off 
K 0 0 0 1 0 0 
S 2 4 0 1 1 0 
M 11 9 1 3 0 1 

On 
K 2 1 0 0 4 2 
S 0 2 0 1 0 0 
M 23 7 1 0 0 0 

2 

Off 
Y 0 2 0 1 0 0 
H 1 2 0 0 0 2 
T 7 1 1 0 0 1 

On 
Y 4 2 0 0 0 1 
H 0 1 1 0 0 0 
T 3 3 1 0 1 3 

 

 Figure 1 and Table 6 show that certain speakers (M from Group 1 and T from Group 2) 

utilized a significantly higher frequency of un than the others. Additionally, Table 6 presents a 

detailed visualization of the utilization of un by individuals. The results indicate no discernible 

patterns among speakers and groups based on whether their cameras were on or off. This 

confirms that the characteristics of each individual’s utterances differ, and the camera-off and 

camera-on features cannot be captured with this characteristic. 
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4.2 Number and Usage Rate of Various un 

This section examines both groups as a whole. Figures 2 and 3 summarize the results for 

Groups 1 and 2, respectively. 

Figure 2: Number of uses of each un in Group 1 

 

Figure 3: Number of uses of each un in Group 2 

 

Furthermore, the percentage of each occurrence of un was determined based on the total 

number. The results are presented graphically in Figures 4 (Group 1) and 5 (Group 2). 

Figure 4: Usage rate of each un in Group 1 

 

Figure 5: Usage rate of each un in Group 2 
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 The percentage of dissatisfaction was greater in both groups when the camera was turned 

on than off. Among un used for continuer, agreement, continuer and agreement, and 

dissatisfaction, only un for dissatisfaction expresses a negative attitude toward the other 

person’s statement, which may be challenging to do without a camera because of the inability 

to observe facial expressions. Conversely, it is easier to convey this emotion when the camera 

is on because facial expressions can be observed. 

 Regarding the hypothesis that continuers, a sign of listening, and agreement, indicating a 

favorable attitude toward the speaker’s utterance, will be used more frequently when the 

speaker cannot see the other’s facial expression (H1), the rate of continuers increased and 

agreement decreased from camera-off to camera-on in Group 1, whereas continuers decreased 

and agreement increased from camera-off to camera-on in Group 2. There were thus no 

similarities between the groups. The number of output processors in Group 1 increased from 

3% to 4% from camera-off to camera-on and from 0% to 5% in Group 2. In other words, un 

for output processor increased when the camera was turned on, contradicting the hypothesis 

(H3) that individuals would employ output processors more frequently in non-visual voice-

dependent discussions to maintain their speaking opportunities. 

 

5. Considerations 

A quantitative analysis of the use of un is presented in Section 4. The findings indicate that the 

overall number of un was greater with the camera on than off, and two speakers in both groups 

showed higher use of un, while one speaker showed a decrease. Despite the hypothesis (H2) 

that dissatisfaction would increase with the camera on than off, the percentage increased with 

the camera off. Regarding the hypothesis (H1) that “continuers and agreement will be used 

more often when the speaker cannot see the other person’s facial expression,” Group 1 

demonstrated an increase in “continuers” and a decrease in “agreement” during camera-off. In 

contrast, Group 2 displayed a decrease in “continuers” and an increase in “agreements.” This 

demonstrates the absence of shared characteristics among groups, contradicting the hypothesis 

(H3) that individuals would employ output processors more frequently in non-visual voice-

dependent discussions to maintain their speaking opportunities. The number of output 

processors decreased in both groups with the camera on. 

 Section 5 presents examples of un that were hard to distinguish from other instances in the 

conversation data. In addition, how visual information influences un in each classification type 

is described. 
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5.1 Distinguishing Continuer and Agreement un 

The most challenging decision in classifying un was differentiating between continuers and 

agreements. With the camera off, it was impossible to detect nodding. Therefore, the decision 

had to be made based solely on phonetic characteristics, which increased the difficulty level of 

each decision. To determine agreement un, it is helpful to consider features such as particles of 

agreement, presentation of understanding, or repetitions with epistemic modifications, as 

outlined by Endo et al. (2018; 2.3). However, we note that as un is often used independently, 

making it so that multiple criteria and inter-analyst verification are needed to ascertain the use 

of un for agreement versus as a continuer. Furthermore, developing a new element called 

“continuer and agreement” was imperative for the analysis of the current dataset, and this 

category has not been explicitly addressed in prior research. 

 There were three types of judgment criteria: the first one was pragmatic judgment, which 

was determined by the speech content before and after un. An example in Data A (Group 1, 

camera-off) is illustrated below: 

 

Data A (Group 1, camera off) Utterances 55–57 

55 K: Maa demo nanka sa, jibun ga suitchi wo osu koto ni yotte  

  hitori ni kawaru wakedesho? 

       Well, but it’s like, (it) changes into one person by flipping the switch, right? 

56 M: Sou. 

  Yeah. 

57 S: Un. 

  Yes. 

 In response to the question about confirming the content of the trolley question by K in 55, 

M agreed by saying “sou,” and S quickly responded with “un” as a “yes.” Therefore, this un 

could be regarded as agreement. 

 The same pattern was observed in Group 2. The following is a conversation in Data C 

(Group 2, camera off). 

 

Data C (Group 2, camera off) Utterances 37–39 

37 Y: Jaa nanka, kininaru na naosara. Shiranainara. 

  Then I’m kind of curious, even more so. If you don’t know (the topic). 

38 T: A-, iken tte kotodesu ka? 
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  Oh, you mean my opinion? 

39 Y: Un 

  Yes. 

 In utterance 37, Y expresses concern regarding the opinions of T and H, who are unfamiliar 

with the trolley problem. In utterance 38, T responds by questioning Y’s comment, “A- iken tte 

kotodesu ka?” Y responds with “Un” in 39, indicating affirmation and considered an agreement. 

 The second criterion for judgment was syntactic judgment, which determines whether the 

TCU9 has come according to the grammatical structure of the speaker’s previous utterance 

before un. An example in Data B (Group 1, camera on) follows: 

 

Data B (Group 1, camera on) Utterances 73–75 

73 S: Areya na. Mou soutouna seijin janai kagiri sa. 

  You know what I mean. Unless you’re a saint. 

74 M: U[n 

  Yes 

75 S:   [Attoutekini jibunga ichianna wakeyan. 

  You are by far the top priority, right? 

 The utterance of S in 73, “kagiri sa,” concludes with the interjectional particle “sa” and is 

evidently in the middle of a sentence. Hence, the “un” by M in 74 can be interpreted as a 

continuer, and S effectively extends the statement from 73 in 75. A comparable pattern was 

observed in Group 2, as follows: 

 

Data D (Group 2, camera on) Utterances 24–26 

24 Y: Houritsu. Houritsu ga 

  Law. The law. 

25 T: Unun 

  Yes 

26 Y: sa ichiban no ruurudakara sa. Sore hajika re chauto, moo  

  chitujo ga ne 

  Because it’s the most important rule. If it’s rejected, there’ll be no order. 

 
9  Abbreviation for “Turn Constructional Unit,” meaning the utterance unit used by conversation 

participants to perform the activity of taking turns. 
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 In 24, Y’s statement “houritsu” is followed by the case particle “ga,” indicating that 

information about the subject (houritsu) will be provided. Hence, the “unun” by T in 25 can be 

interpreted as a continuer, and Y continues the statement from 24 in 26. 

 The third criterion for judgment was prosodic, which was based on the pitch and intonation 

of un. Below are three example waveforms for un spoken by the same speaker, M. 

 

Data A (Group 1, camera off) Utterances 124–126 

124 S: Tabun hontouni itara, tabun mou nannimo shinai to omou yo. 

  Maybe if I was actually there, I probably wouldn’t do anything. 

125 M: Un. 

  Yes. 

126 S: ((laughter)) 

 “Un” in 125 by M was agreement. The utterance waveform is illustrated in Figure 6. 

Figure 6: Waveform of “un” as an agreement by M in Data A, utterance 125. 

In addition, the waveform of M’s agreement when the camera was on is shown in Figure 7. 

Figure 7: Waveform of “un” as an agreement by M in Data B, utterance 21 

The conversation’s content is as follows. 

 

Data B (Group 1, camera on) Utterances 18–21 

18 K: Aa de, aa [hitori shika tasukaranakatta. 

  Ah then, ah and only one person could stay alive. 

19 S:        [((cough)) 

20 S: Sou sou sou sou. 

  Yeah yeah yeah yeah. 

21 M: Un. 
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  Yes. 

 The two previous examples display M’s waveform for the agreement un. Figure 8 illustrates 

the waveform when M uses un as a continuer. 

Figure 8: Waveform of “un” as a continuer by M in Data A, utterance 135. 

 

Data A (Group 1, camera off) Utterances 133–136 

133 K: Sonosaki no koto wo kangaete, [ano- 

  I’m thinking beyond that, and umm… 

134 S:                         [((cough)) 

135 M: Un. 

  Yes 

136 K: Akiraka ni gonin wo korosshita no ka hitori wo koroshita  

  no ka dattara tsumi no omosa ga chigau ki ga surujan. 

Obviously, it feels like there’s difference in the severity of crime, killing five people 

or one person. 

 Furthermore, K’s attempt to continue the utterance in 133 is evident as he ends with “ano-.” 

The prosodic features indicated a lower pitch and a distinct waveform, in contrast to the 

previous agreement un. In fact, in 136, K continues the utterance from 133. 

 In conclusion, we identified the characteristics of un from three perspectives: pragmatic, 

syntactic, and prosodic. Furthermore, when the camera is turned on, visual elements such as 

facial expressions and gestures can also serve as criteria for assessment. 

 

5.2 Influence of Visual Elements 

Initially, we hypothesized that the number of continuers would increase when the camera was 

turned off because they signal that one is actively listening to the speaker, and visual elements 

such as facial expressions and gestures are absent when the camera is off. We found that the 

presence or absence of the camera did not consistently affect the frequency of continuers, which 

had total numbers in Groups 1 and 2 that increased and decreased oppositely. Additionally, 

there were variations in the number of continuers used at the individual level. 
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 When the camera was turned off, the use of continuers was lower than expected. However, 

the number of cases where multiple un of continuers appeared in response to a speaker’s long 

utterance was higher with the cameras on, contradicting the hypothesis. Two examples are 

presented below. All un that were present in these cases were determined to be continuers. 

 

Data B (Group 1, camera on) Utterances 36–41 

36 S: E, demo kekkyoku [saigo no sa, 

  Oh, but in the end, the last 

37 M:                [Un. 

                       Yes 

38 M: Un, 

  Yes 

39 S: ni bun ni sa, kono hito wa muzaida to omoimasuka-tte  

kaitearu kara. 

       Two sentences say, “Do you think this person is innocent?” so, 

40 M: Un. 

  Yes 

41 S: A, satsujin ni kanshite muzai tte koto ka. 

  Oh, it means he’s not guilty of murder. 

 

Data B (Group 1, camera on) Utterance 54–60 

54 K: Shinri toka [sa, souiu no[tte shouko to shite sa 

  Psychology, that kind of thing, for evidence 

55 M:           [Un. 

             Yes 

56 M:                     [Un. 

                                 Yes 

57 K: nokoranai[kara sa 

  won’t be left, so 

58 M:       [Un. 

             Yes 

59 K: Tashi[kameyouga nai yo ne. 

  There’s no way to know for sure. 
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60 M:      [Un. 

        Yes 

 The results for the two camera-on groups demonstrated that visual information did not 

directly influence the number of continuers used. The relationship between visual information 

and continuity thus appears to be qualitative rather than quantitative. The following illustrates 

the close relationship between visual information and the efficient use of continuers. 

 

Data D (Group 2, camera on) Utterances 77–83 

77 Y: Sui[tchi wo osi chau koto ni yotte jibun ga koroshi 

chauka[ra 

  Because by pressing the switch, you’d be the one killing 

78 H:     [A- sou iu koto ka. 

  Oh, I see what you mean. 

79 T:  [ununun. 

   Yes. 

80 Y: Soredattara, nanka dotti ni shiro zaiakukan wa  

  nokorukedomo 

  If that’s the case, I kind of feel guilty either way, but 

81 T: U[n. 

  Yes 

82 Y:  [Nanka jibun ga te wo kuwaenaide, nanka motomotono 

   unmeiteki ni A no kata [wo, nanka minasan shikatanaine- 

  tte iu souiu kangae ka na-. 

I guess I’m just thinking that I shouldn’t change anything, and that I can’t help but 

think of A as the one who was originally destined to be there.  

83 T:                              [Unun 

                              Yes 

 In this example, T uses un as a continuer in 79, 81, and 83. Following T’s utterance, H’s 

nodding gesture was captured by the camera, although it was not audible. Based solely on the 

audio data, only T used a continuer to encourage Y to continue speaking. However, in reality, 

H’s nodding can also be considered a continuer. In addition to the continuer un, it is likely that 

the presence of such inaudible continuers organizes the conversation when the camera is on. 

These examples demonstrate the importance of visual elements in communication. 
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6. Conclusion 

This study analyzed the use of un in communication with and without visual information, such 

as facial expressions and gestures, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Regarding the overall 

usage of un, there were more instances when the camera was on than off. Furthermore, changes 

in usage were consistent between the two groups. The results for dissatisfaction supported the 

related hypothesis, whereas the results for continuer and output processors contradicted the 

relevant hypotheses, with no similarities observed between the two groups. 

 For the qualitative analysis, this study focused on the differentiation between continuers 

and agreements. Multiple judgment criteria and confirmation work were necessary because of 

the inability to confirm nodding when the camera was off and the reliance on phonetic features 

alone for making judgments. Additionally, previous studies did not provide the judgment 

criteria for the analysis needs of the dataset in certain cases. Accordingly, we introduced the 

concept of “continuer and agreement” as an original component, and which, to the best of our 

knowledge, is not provided in past research. Additionally, certain considerations were given to 

the visual information of nodding. It was hypothesized that nodding could be considered a non-

verbal continuer. Besides the continuer un, the existence of nodding continuers may have 

contributed to the conversational order in the camera-on situation. 

 In conclusion, we discovered that the presence or absence of visual information does not 

result in a quantitative change in the un used as a continuer, but rather a qualitative one. Speech 

continuers and nodding gestures were shown to have similar functions. Continuers are likely 

to synchronize effectively with the up-and-down movements of a nodding head. Two categories 

of continuers were found in this study: those used solely with speech (speech) and those used 

in synchronization with nodding (speech+movement). Although statistics were not collected, 

we speculate that the number of camera-on continuers will be greater if nonverbal cases 

(movement) are included; this stands to be examined in future research. 

 Due to the limited number of groups in the collected data, it was difficult to conclude 

anything beyond individual differences. Thus, increasing the number of groups may enable a 

more accurate and in-depth investigation of general tendencies. In addition, larger samples may 

enable for confirming that nodding gestures without utterances play a role similar to that of 

continuer un. Scholars are urged to include nodding gestures in the analysis, which could lead 

to a better understanding of the relationship between visual information and un—and we intend 

to conduct related examinations in the near future.
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